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A Planning Career in the Triangle
Interview with Roger Waldon, FAICP
Roger Waldon is a Principal Consultant with Clarion Associates in Chapel Hill, NC. 
He was also the planning director for the Town of Chapel Hill for 20 years and a grad-
uate of the Department of City and Regional Planning at University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill.  Carolina Planning conducted an interview on April 26, 2006 to talk 
with Waldon about his career and how planning in North Carolina has changed since 
he started practicing.  
CP: Tell us about your role in Chapel Hill’s planning 
department.
Waldon:  For 20 years, I was the Planning Director for 
Chapel Hill.  I came to the Town from my position as 
a regional planner with the Triangle J Council of Gov-
ernments in North Carolina’s Research Triangle Park. 
These were very different settings.  In Chapel Hill, as 
in any local government, the stakes are high and right 
in front of you.  Citizens, property owners, developers, 
and elected and appointed ofﬁcials are all keenly in-
terested in land use decisions. The issues affect people 
very directly.  
My role in running the department was twofold: manage 
the development review and approval process, while 
also paying attention to long-term issues and trends. 
These tasks were closely related to make sure that the 
development being approved today is considered in the 
community’s long-term context.  This Town has always 
placed particular emphasis on high quality design and 
cutting-edge growth management tools, and it was part 
of my responsibility to build those community values 
into our work. 
 
CP: What were some of the most important changes in 
the planning profession you saw in your years as a town 
planner?
Waldon: Clearly the mind-boggling advances in tech-
nology lead the list of signiﬁcant changes in the practice 
of planning.  When I started my work with the Town, 
we had two communal computers for the department. 
Most reports were still being produced on a typewriter. 
The availability of computers and word processing soft-
ware was the ﬁrst major change, and our three-page staff 
reports turned into 30-page staff reports, partly because 
that became possible.  Computer graphics, visualization 
techniques, and computer-assisted design raised the bar 
for work on design issues, and also helped the planners 
and developers communicate ideas more effectively. 
The emergence of the Internet then changed everything. 
Instant access to previously unimaginable quantities 
of information meant that planners had to adapt and 
learn new skills, or become obsolete.  Top it all off with 
Geographic Information Systems (GIS), and the typi-
cal planning department (ours included) morphed into a 
wildly different sort of operation. 
A second important change in the profession came as 
a result of growing awareness among the population in 
general of the damage we were doing to our natural en-
vironment.  Increased environmental advocacy led to 
signiﬁcant changes in our collective judgment about 
what constitutes good urban form.  
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The third major change affecting the planning profes-
sion came about because of quantum leaps in citizen 
participation.  At the beginning of my tenure, we had 
to beat the bushes to encourage people to get interested 
in long range plans for Chapel Hill.  Today, partly as a 
result of advances in technology and growing citizen 
advocacy, expectations are sky-high.  Citizens want 
information, expect to be consulted and involved, and 
expect their elected leadership to be responsive to their 
interests and opinions.  I never knew the kind of envi-
ronment where a planner was in charge—a visionary 
who would make and implement decisions.  Perhaps 
one of my predecessors had that luxury.  During my 
Chapel Hill career, the community expectation, to a 
growing extent, was that the planner would be respon-
sible for information and analysis, and for suggesting 
new cutting-edge ideas.  But decisions would NOT be 
left in the hands of the planner.
CP: How did your job change as a result of these chang-
es in the profession?
Waldon: We had to adjust our approach in the Planning 
Department to embrace these new and higher levels of 
citizen engagement, which to a large extent had been 
brought about by the universal access to information. 
An anecdote here might help illustrate the point.  One 
evening toward the end of my tenure with the Town, 
we were bringing a proposed zoning ordinance change 
back to the Council after a Public Hearing.  The propos-
al was to add a new concept to the ordinance for historic 
districts called “demolition by neglect.”  The idea was 
that, in effect, if a property owner in a historic district 
deferred maintenance of a structure to an extraordinary 
degree, the Town would be able to cite the owner for a 
zoning violation (as if the owner had demolished the 
structure without getting prior approval to do so).   The 
ordinance language had been reviewed by our Historic 
District Commission, been the subject of a Public Hear-
ing, and now was before the Town Council for ﬁnal ac-
tion.  Right before the vote was called, a Council Mem-
ber made this comment:  “I understand that the City of 
Winston-Salem has this kind of ordinance.  I did not see 
a reference to Winston-Salem in your staff report.  Why 
didn’t you include an examination of that ordinance?” 
We had reported on examples of this type of ordinance 
in place for a number of municipalities, but Winston-
Salem was not among them.  The Council member had 
“googled” the term “demolition by neglect” and had 
found reference to the Winston-Salem ordinance.  The 
point here is that citizen activism, citizens doing their 
own research, and citizens in a position to bring their 
own analysis to the table are all phenomena that are 
greatly enhanced by Internet access.  As planners we 
need to embrace this emerging trend, not resist it. 
In the case of the ordinance described above and the 
Council member, our staff response was to say, “No, we 
have not reviewed that community’s ordinance.  Thank 
you for bringing it to our attention.  If the Council will 
defer action on this proposed ordinance tonight, we will 
review the Winston-Salem ordinance and return with a 
report at your next meeting.”  That’s what we did that 
night, and that’s what we consistently need to do: dis-
card our notion that planners are the only ones with the 
facts and the answers.
CP: What was the biggest challenge you faced when 
you ﬁrst started?
Waldon: The biggest challenge was—and remained so 
throughout my tenure—ﬁnding the right balance for 
any given issue between technical analysis and politi-
cal governance.  A planner in a leadership position has 
to maintain high standards for professional work and 
intellectual honesty, with recommendations backed by 
facts and analysis.  But that planner also must be willing 
to accept (and implement) a decision that elected lead-
ers make that might be different from what was recom-
mended.  That balancing act has always been important 
in the practice of planning, but in my opinion it is even 
more important now because of the readily available in-
formation in the hands of anyone with Internet access.  
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CP: What were the most important things you learned 
from your planning education?
Waldon: The most important thing I took away from 
the Department of City and Regional Planning was an 
understanding of the interlocking pieces of urban life, 
and the ways in which different forces and issues af-
fect each other: transportation, housing, social equity, 
land use management, economic development, recre-
ation, environmental protection, public safety, educa-
tion.  Each of those topical areas affects all the others, 
and trying to solve problems in one area needs to be 
approached with an awareness of those linkages.  I 
thought that DCRP did an excellent job of helping me 
tie the pieces together.
CP: For current planning students, what are the most 
important things to get out of a planning education to-
day?
Waldon: Number one is technical proﬁciency.  Stu-
dents need to have a good knowledge base and facility 
with current technologies; currently, GIS and computer 
graphics skills are especially important.  But along with 
the development of technical proﬁciency in analytic 
methods must come a fundamental understanding of the 
social, physical, and economic fabrics which comprise 
life in the 21st century.  A planning education must re-
sult in an understanding of both the trees and the forest 
in order for graduating planning students to come out 
prepared to be effective in the workplace.
